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PART 1: ABRAHAM, MESOPOTAMIA, AND A PROMISED LAND
by Rabbi Shimon Apisdorf

The story of Israel is an example of history in the extreme. On the one hand, it encompasses the
story-the history-of much of the world. On the other hand, it is the story of a tiny people and its
relationship to a minute bit of the world's real estate. This book will tell the story of Israel in all its
extremes. It will tell the story of much of world history as it unfolded in a theater called Israel-often
on a stage called Jerusalem-and it will tell the story of the Jewish people and its relationship to the
land called Israel.

All of these extremes can be found in the life of one man who lived in Mesopotamia some 3,670 odd
years ago. The man's name was Abraham, and he just happens to have been the first Jew to ever
step foot in the land of Israel. So it is with Abraham that we will begin our story of Israel. Abraham
grew up in the great city of Ur in Mesopotamia. There, he was exposed to a culture unlike anything
that had ever existed before in human history. In Mesopotamia, there were skilled craftsman of all
kinds, people who could read and write, an elite cosmopolitan class, and of course an elaborate
religious structure. Of all things Mesopotamian, Abraham just couldn't buy the religious beliefs.
Despite the fact that he had been raised in a society that knew nothing other than polytheism, it all
seemed like nonsense to Abraham. In time, Abraham did more than reject the belief system of his
family, friends, and society-he came to a novel and utterly unique conclusion about life. Today we
call that conclusion monotheism, the belief in one supreme God who is the sole source of all
existence and upon whom everything remains totally dependent. It is at this point of radical
departure that the Bible tells us that God appeared to Abraham, confirmed his convictions, told him
to pack his bags, and sent him on his first trip to Israel, known then as Canaan.

"And God said to Abraham, 'Go for yourself; away from your land, the place of your birth and your
father's house, to the land that I will show you. And I will make you into a great nation, and bless you,
and you will be a blessing...' And Abraham took Sarai his wife... and they departed for the land of
Canaan, and came to the land of Canaan. And God appeared to Abraham and said, 'To your
descendants will I give this land...'"

Genesis 12:1-8

"On that day God sealed a covenant with Abraham, saying, 'To your descendants have I given this land,
from the river of Egypt, to the great river, the Euphrates river.'"

Genesis 15:18
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It is at this point, at a relatively early period in the history of civilization, that the relationship of the
Jewish people-Abraham's descendants-to the land of Israel begins. We are now going to look at the
lives of the patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. It is these three men, together with their wives and
children, that set the cornerstone of Jewish peoplehood, history, and destiny in place. With each, the
most seminal events of their lives took place in the land of Israel, and one of them, Isaac, lived his
entire life without ever leaving Israel. Let's take a look.

Shimon Apisdorf is the co-founder and educational director of the Jewish Literacy Foundation (JLF).
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Shimon Apisodorf can be reached at sjapisdorf@earthlink.net

Enjoyed Israel in a Nutshell?
Other books by Shimon Apisdorf, available online at The Jewish Literacy Foundation.

mailto:sjapisdorf@earthlink.net
http://www.jewishliteracy.org/JLF_books_online_ordering_0.htm

